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On the summer day of June 24, 1519, Martin Luther and his colleague and friend, 
Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt, arrived in Leipzig to engage in debate with Johannes Eck, a 
fellow theologian and strong opponent of Luther’s.1  While both Luther and Karlstadt would 
debate Eck separately, it was Luther’s debate with Eck that made the Leipzig disputation such a 
foundational occurrence in Reformation history.   
In dialogue with Eck, Luther would not only argue that attributing divine authority to 
papal decrees is “contradicted by the history of eleven hundred years, the text of Divine 
Scripture, and the decree of the Council of Nicaea, the most sacred of all councils,” he would 
also, at the instigation of Eck, assert that councils could err and that a number of books within 
the canon were not inspired or divine, ideas he had never intended to present.2  However, in 
rearranging both scriptural and ecclesiastical authorities, the Leipzig debate was a moment of 
self-discovery for Luther, during which he was forced to rethink the source of true authority, 
resting finally upon the conclusion that Scripture alone has ultimate authority in the Church, an 
idea that had its foundation in the Ninety-Five Theses.3 
Meanwhile, Karlstadt had made up his mind to write a series of booklets summarizing his 
and Luther’s arguments at the Leipzig debate, giving further momentum to their emerging 
theology.  The three major topics of the debate consisted of works-based righteousness, man’s 
free will and the canon of Scripture.4  On the latter topic, it was the position of Luther and 
Karlstadt that the Old Testament canon should only consist of those books contained in the 
                                                             
1 Lyndal Roper, Martin Luther: Renegade and Prophet (New York: Random House, 2017), 119. 
2 Ibid., 122. 
Donald J. Ziegler, ed., Great Debates of the Reformation, (New York: Random House, 1969), 3, 34.  
3 Roper, Martin Luther, 122-123. 
4 Martin Keβler, “Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt. De canonicis scripturis libellus (1520).” In Handbuch der 
Bibelhermeneutiken, ed. Oda Wischmeyer (University of Erlangen-Nürnberg: De Gruyter, 2016), 301-302. 
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Hebrew Bible, with those that did not fall in this category being placed in a separate section of 
lesser authority.  Karlstadt explains his logic behind this position in the booklet De canonicis 
scripturis (1520).  Three months later he published a German version of the booklet, Welcher 
Bücher Biblisch seint [Which Books are Biblical] (1520), which further propelled the early 
reformation theology out of the academic sphere and into the public one, enabling theologian and 
layman alike to begin to consider for themselves what should be given spiritual authority in the 
Church. 
The question of authority within Christianity and the Church has always been a topic of 
significance and contention, and it is a question that Karlstadt attempts to answer in his booklet 
Which Books are Biblical.  Karlstadt, under the influence of the fundamental humanist (and 
Christian Hebraist) idea of ad fontes or ‘return to the sources’, assembles a hierarchy of spiritual 
authorities in his own thought, that supports the formulation of a new hierarchy of Scripture, as 
well as a critique of the present ecclesiastical hierarchy of the Church, namely the place of the 
papacy. 
While not every one of these decisions in this booklet can be “proven” to have directly 
come from this facet of Christian Hebraism, it is the assertion of this paper that such 
development in his thought would not have occurred in the same way if the influence of 
Christian Hebraism had not been present, as the similarities they bear are far too great to pass off 
as mere coincidence.5  This becomes especially clear when one is aware of the extent to which 
Karlstadt was involved in the Hebraist movement in the years leading up to his publication of 
this work, and the new spiritual hierarchies he proposes. 
                                                             
5 This is similar to the way in which Neil R. Leroux speaks of the literary influence of the Hebrew language in 
Luther’s writing and preaching, as there is no quantitative method to prove such influence. Neil R. Leroux, 




However it cannot be stressed enough that Karlstadt’s newly synthesized hierarchy of 
spiritual authorities is, for all intents and purposes, only that: a hierarchy, a simple reordering of 
voices, as opposed to a complete rejection of any particular authoritative position.  Karlstadt is 
merely taking the puzzle apart and reordering the pieces without throwing any away.  Even while 
placing Jerome as an authority above Augustine in the context of the Canon, Karlstadt still refers 
to Augustine as the “holy Augustine”, showing how he still holds him in high regard, just not 
above reproach.  In fact this is the main implication of Karlstadt’s new hierarchy: that no matter 
the prestige or honor of any Church authority, they are never above reproach, but are held 
accountable to Scripture.  Even the texts that Karlstadt considers “un-divine” which he places in 
the section of the Apocrypha, he does not condemn or eradicate from the Church.  On the 
contrary, he implores his audience to study the texts of the Apocrypha just as they would the 
texts written by the Church Fathers, and thereby receive spiritual edification.  In this way, 
Karlstadt is not seeking to abolish any part of Church tradition or authority, he simply aims to 
order them in a way that reflects their relative authority as he has come to understand it under the 
influence of Christian Hebraism.  And it is precisely this reordering that inherently calls into 
question the authority given to Church councils and the papacy, something that his hierarchy 
only implies in the Latin version De canonicis scripturis (1520), but overtly proclaims in the 
appendage to the German version, thus demonstrating the far-reaching effect of Karlstadt’s new 
spiritual hierarchy. 
Through a detailed analysis of the German booklet Which Books are Biblical, this paper 
aims to concretely demonstrate the way in which Karlstadt approached the reordering of 
authorities within the Church, as well as the way in which the Hebraist idea of ad fontes 
influenced this reordering.  With this intent in mind, this paper will analyze the first section of 
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Karlstadt’s booklet on the canon of the Old Testament, along with his addendum at the end, both 
of which I have translated from German to English.  While this booklet has been known and 
widely used by scholars studying the Christian canon, early reformation theology, as well as the 
development of Karlstadt’s thought, the text has never before been fully translated from its 
original German.  This text, when cited, is typically only done so in passing, without thorough 
investigation into Karlstadt’s logical development of new hierarchies of authority, and the 
potential influences that led him in this.6  None of the scholarly discussions of this text take a 
specific, in depth look into the way in which Karlstadt developed his ideas of authority in his 
booklet Which Books are Biblical and applied them to the canon, and positions of power in the 
Church.  Therefore, it is the intent of this research, through both the translation and analysis of 
the text, to elucidate the nuanced way in which Karlstadt synthesizes a new hierarchy of spiritual 
authority, scripturally as well as ecclesiastically. 
  
                                                             
6 There are a few notable exceptions.  Ronald J. Sider translates portions of the text in his book Andreas Bodenstein 
von Karlstadt: The Development of His Thought, 1517-1525.  Martin Keβler writes on the history and content of 
both Latin and German versions, drawing on the work of other notable Karlstadt historians such as Herman Barge 
and Ulrich Bubenheimer, as well as the work of Henry H. Howorth in his article on the The Origin and Authority of 
the Biblical Canon According to the Continental Reformers I. Luther and Karlstadt in The Journal of Theological 
Studies.  However, none of them take an in depth look into the way in which this text demonstrates the development 
of Karlstadt’s understanding of authority. 
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II. Historical Context  
2.1     A Brief Intellectual Biography of Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt  
In 1499 Karlstadt began his academic career at the University of Erfurt where he earned 
his Bachelors of Arts.  He continued his studies by moving to Wittenberg in 1503 to study at the 
university there.7  At this time, the University of Wittenberg was very much dedicated to 
Thomist thought, and it was here that Karlstadt himself became an avid Thomist.8   
In 1507 Karlstadt joined the faculty at the University of Wittenberg as an aspirational 
“scholastic academician.”9  Within a few months, Karlstadt published De intentionibus (1507), a 
text on Thomist logic, which was not only his first published text, but as Lyndal Roper notes, it 
was also “the first major book to be published by a member of the Wittenberg faculty;” the 
following year, Karlstadt’s ideas on Thomist logic were further showcased in his text 
Distinctiones Thomistarum (1508).10   
These first two texts were praised by the University and Karlstadt was consequently 
elected to the role of Dean of the arts faculty.  His popularity among the Wittenberger academics 
cannot be underestimated, with the Rector of the University hailing him as a “great philosopher, 
a still greater theologian, but the greatest of all as a Thomist.”11  It should not come as a surprise 
that when initially exposed to Luther’s anti-scholastic ideas, Karlstadt genuinely and quite 
adamantly displayed opposition.   
                                                             
7 Denis R. Janz, “Ch. 7: Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt (c. 1480-1541).” In Luther and Late Medieval Thomism: 
A Study in Theological Anthropology, (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1983), 1. 
8 It should be noted that the Thomist influence of the University of Wittenberg can be largely attributed to the 
Valentinus Engelhart, the Rector at the time, who decided that only Thomist logic should be taught at the 
establishment. Ibid., 2. 
9 Ronald J. Sider, Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt: The Development of His Thought, 1517-1525, (Leiden; E. J. 
Brill, 1974), 18. 
Roper, Martin Luther, 208. 
10 Ibid. 




On January 13, 1517, in an effort to prove Luther wrong in his assertion that De vera et 
falsa poenitentia was falsely attributed to Augustine, Karlstadt purchased his own copy from 
Leipzig.  Yet upon rereading the text, he reached the same conclusion as Luther had.  Of this 
experience Karlstadt wrote, “I was amazed, speechless and angry.”12  This gut reaction to 
realizing the problems of scholasticism is not surprising, given that Karlstadt’s academic career 
had thus far been built upon his scholastic work on Thomist logic; as Sider puts it, “to accept 
Luther, therefore, was to reject years of academic activity,” a difficult transition that Karlstadt 
finally made.13 
 From this point onward, Karlstadt sided with Luther’s interpretation of Augustine, and 
would later go on to defend Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses (1517) in his own publication entitled 
370 apologeticae conclusions (1518).14  Now, as a personal colleague and friend of Luther’s in 
the public sphere as well as the private, Karlstadt joined in the academic debate between Luther 
and Eck, collaborating with artist Lucas Cranach to produce the first polemic broadsheet in 
German, entitled Wagen.  In doing this, Karlstadt was increasing the inclusion of the German 
masses in what had started out as an academic debate amongst scholars.15  This conflict with Eck 
eventually reached a crescendo in the Leipzig disputation of 1519 that would serve as a spring 
board for the development of what would become Reformation theology.16 
By this point, Karlstadt was all in, publishing Von vermügen des Ablas (1520), in which 
he defended Luther’s condemnation of indulgences, an idea that he had taken a while to 
intellectually assent to.17  A few days later Karlstadt published De canonicis scripturis (1520), 
                                                             
12 Sider, Karlstadt: The Development of His Thought, 17. 
13 Ibid., 18. 
14 Sider, Karlstadt: The Development of His Thought, 19. 
15 Lyndal Roper and Jennifer Spinks, “Karlstadt’s Wagen: The First Visual Propaganda for the Reformation,” Art 
History 40, no. 2 (April 2017): 265-266, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8365.12306. 
16 Roper, Martin Luther, 122-123, 209. 
17 Sider, Karlstadt: The Development of His Thought, 97. 
7 
 
which he would later publish in German a few months later, again bringing the theological 
debate out of the academic sector and into the everyday language of the people of Germany. 
2.2      An Overview of Which Books are Biblical (1520) 
After the Leipzig debate Karlstadt had planned on writing a text on each of the major 
theological arguments he and Luther had defended.  Among these topics was their emerging 
position that the true Old Testament canon should contain only those books found in the Hebrew 
Bible.  The books that did not fall in this category, while still useful and beneficial for reading, 
should be placed in a separate section so as to distinguish between books that were canonical, 
and therefore authoritative in matters of the faith, and those that were merely supporting (i.e. not 
foundational) texts. 
The text was originally written in Latin in 1520 under the title De canonicis scripturis, 
and a German version was published a couple months later entitled Welcher Bücher Biblisch 
seint (that is, Which Books are Biblical).  Both versions are similar, however, the German 
version has been significantly curtailed, perhaps for the reason that the target audience of this 
version was the laymen.  Alejandro Zorzin elucidates that the other purpose of publishing in 
German was to encourage the laymen to take initiative in learning the Bible for themselves: 
“Die deutsche Fassung seines lateinischen Traktats soll also die Bibelfrömmigkeit des 
Laien stärken und somit dessen Fähigkeit, sich selbst vor den Verführern der Seele zu 
schützen, wie es die Annaberger und Leipziger Franziskanermönche sind.”18 
                                                             
18 Alejandro Zorzin. Karlstadt als Flugschriftenautor. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1990). 143. 
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However, Karlstadt was most likely imagining his readership to consist of the wealthier, more 
influential laymen, such as the Bergmeisters, who rose to prosperity amidst the mining economy 
of Joachimsthal, the city where his supporter, to whom he dedicates the booklet, resided.19   
As far as contents are concerned, after the dedication, Karlstadt writes a brief preface in 
which he outlines the purpose of his text: 
“I, Karlstadt, based on the request and desire of several God-fearing people, wish to give 
each and every Christian, old and young, the ordained and the un-ordained, men and 
women, a brief instruction on which books are undoubtedly inspired and biblical as well 
as those that are not accepted or approved.” 
To realize this purpose, Karlstadt begins the body of his text by outlining the Old Testament 
books he believes to be canonical; his list is consistent with the contents of the Hebrew Bible and 
he separates the books into the same three sections that the Jews do (Torah, Nevi’im, Ketuvim), 
attributing, to the Jews, an authority in the case of the Old Testament canon.  This list is also 
consistent with Jerome’s canon, and Karlstadt takes this opportunity to explicitly say that Jerome 
was right in this, while Augustine erred significantly when it came to the contents of the canon. 
The second section, which this research paper will not fully address and which is not 
present in the translation in the appendix of this paper, is an outline of Karlstadt’s New 
Testament canon, an assembly that does not differ from the current Protestant New Testament 
canon, with the exception of the last chapter of Mark, which Karlstadt pronounced as 
apocryphal, a word he borrowed from Jerome. 
The booklet then concludes with the Author’s Addendum, a section not present in the 
Latin version; Karlstadt penned this addendum after receiving the news that Pope Leo X was 
                                                             
19 Ibid., 142.   
Bergmeister was a title given to a mining official of the time. 
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threatening him with excommunication if he did not recant his position on papal authority.  
While De canonicis scripturis merely alludes to his displeasure with the relative authority of 
papal decrees, this addendum explicitly calls the current Pope a heretic for allowing his 
pronouncements to trump those of Scripture.  While not as radical and emotive as Luther’s 
burning of the Papal Bull, this addendum was clearly Karlstadt’s initial way of communicating 
his refusal to recant. 
     2.3     A Mutual Borrowing: The Influence of Luther in Karlstadt’s Thought 
 Before discussing the various authorities in Karlstadt’s theological thought, it is 
necessary to discuss his relationship with Luther and the influence that the two Wittenberg 
theologians had on each other.  This influence should not be understood as one having authority 
in theological issues over another, as neither one ascribed such authority to the other.  However, 
their close companionship and intellectual collaboration during the early years of the 
Reformation are especially important, especially if we are to understand Karlstadt’s theological 
authorities of the time.   
 The two theologians met at the University of Wittenberg, presumably sometime prior to 
1512, as it was in that year that Karlstadt, being the dean of theology for the University, took 
Luther’s doctoral oath.20  Now, as a fellow doctor of theology, Luther grew closer to Karlstadt, 
with the two bonding over Luther’s emerging intellectual arguments on scholasticism; as Lyndal 
Roper notes in her biography on Luther, their friendship truly began when Karlstadt journeyed to 
Leipzig in order to procure a copy of De vera et falsa poenitentia, a treatise which Luther 
maintained was not written by Augustine, despite the strong consensus otherwise.21  After further 
                                                             
20 Roper, Martin Luther, 209. 
21 Roper, Martin Luther, 79, 209. 
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study of the treatise, Karlstadt agreed that it was not written by Augustine, however, this led him 
to agreement with Luther’s rejection of scholasticism in the study of theology.  The two men 
genuinely bonded over this shared view, borrowing ideas from one another in the writing of their 
theses against scholasticism.  Karlstadt, the more well-known theologian of the time, wrote first 
against scholasticism in April 1517, deferring to the authority of Augustine to back up his 
arguments.22  Luther followed suit, writing his own theses “under Karlstadt’s influence”, with 
one of his theses being a “clear adaptation of one of Karlstadt’s.”23  However, Luther never cites 
Karlstadt explicitly, just as Karlstadt does not identify Luther as being the originator of his 
rejection of scholasticism in his theses.  It is this fluid borrowing of ideas that truly characterizes 
their relationship, with Luther using the inclusive term “our theology”24 when referring to the 
academic work of him and Karlstadt.25  This mutual borrowing and influence is also evident in 
the language in which they chose to publish their work. 
While both theologians initially published only in Latin, it was Luther who began to use 
the German language to broaden the intended audience of his writings.  As early as 1518, Luther 
is known to have published approximately twenty-five percent of his original works for that year 
in the vernacular, not to mention additional German translations and editions that he also had 
printed.  In the following year, we see his use of German skyrocket, surpassing his number of 
Latin writings that year.  In 1520, the same year Karlstadt published Which Books are Biblical, 
the amount of Luther’s German writings surpassed that of his Latin ones by almost fifty 
                                                             
22 As dean of theology, Roper notes that Karlstadt was recognized by some fellow humanists as a “very famous 
philosopher, orator, poet and theologian”, lending credence to the idea that at this time (prior to the 95 theses) 
Karlstadt was the more well-known of the two.  This recognition may explain why he wrote his theses on the 
rejection of scholasticism before Luther penned his. Ibid., 209. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Martin Luther, "Theologica nostra et S. Augustine," Luther’s Works, translated by Walter I. Brandt, Vol. 1, 
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1962. 
25 Roper, Martin Luther, 209. 
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percent.26  Comparatively, it seems that Karlstadt was a little more resistant to change, 
publishing exclusively in Latin in 1518.  The following year, however, Karlstadt published about 
a third of his works in German, and by 1520, two-thirds of his publications were in the 
vernacular.27  Placed side by side, these statistics support the idea that Karlstadt’s use of German 
was a technique he borrowed from his Wittenberg colleague, an inference that can be further 
attested to by Karlstadt’s well-observed clumsiness in and Latinization of the German 
language.28 This borrowing of Luther’s use of German further illustrates the mutual influence 
both men had on each other.   
However, while the two theologians undoubtedly influenced and inspired each other 
intellectually, neither of them saw their colleague as a theological authority. This can be seen in 
the way they developed nuanced, but clear, diverging opinions, even while arguing in the same 
general direction.  There is perhaps no clearer example of this tension between general 
agreement and nuanced divergence than in the issue of the canon.  As one will surely note from 
the Leipzig debate, the concept of reforming the canon is not something Karlstadt developed on 
his own.  Rather, it was Luther’s rebuttal against Eck during the Leipzig debate that ultimately 
inspired Karlstadt to pen Which Books are Biblical.29  In the summer of 1519, Karlstadt and 
Luther travelled from Wittenberg to Leipzig to debate Johannes Eck on their emerging theology 
                                                             
26 For information on distribution of German and Latin texts of Luther see Alejandro Zorzin, Karlstadt als 
Flugschriftenautor, Diagram 1, (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1990). 29. 
In the years to come, Luther would continue to publish in both languages, with the majority of his work in German.  
His significant use of both languages throughout his career is reflected in his last written words which were found on 
a piece of paper in his pocket on the day he died: “Wir sind Pettler.  Hoc est verum” [“We are beggars.  This is 
true.”] Eric Mataxas, Martin Luther: The Man Who Rediscovered God and Changed the World, (New York: 
Viking, 2017), 432. 
27 Zorzin, Karlstadt als Flugschriftenautor, Diagram 3, 37. 
28 Such patterns are evident in his booklet Which Books are Biblical, as well as other originally Latin works that 
have an accompanying German version such as his Wagen broadsheet from 1519; both the oddly phrased German 
rhymes and the illogical placement of words and images lent to this confusion.  Even his contemporaries struggled 
to understand its meaning in places, forcing Karlstadt to write another text, Auszlegung, in order to explain it.  Roper 
and Spinks, Karlstadt’s Wagen: The First Visual Propaganda for the Reformation, 28-30. 
29 Keβler, “Karlstadt. De canonicis scripturis libellus,” 301-302. 
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concerning the ecclesiastical authority of papal decrees.30  During the debate between Luther and 
Eck, the former maintained that the doctrine of purgatory had no scriptural basis.  In rebuttal, 
Eck cited a verse from 2 Maccabees to confirm the existence of purgatory, to which Luther 
responded that the book was in fact not Scripture.  However, Eck defended the book’s canonicity 
based on Augustine’s notion that the Church has ultimate authority to determine the canon (“I 
would not believe in the Gospel if the authority of the Church did not move me to do so.”).31  In 
this instance, Karlstadt sides with Luther in Which Books are Biblical by not only reasserting the 
uncanonical state of 2 Maccabees, but also by referencing this famous quote of Augustine in the 
addendum to the booklet, arguing that it was taken out of context in defending the Pope, as 
Augustine’s intention was not to give more authority to the Church than to Scripture itself.  Yet 
Karlstadt goes on to critique Luther’s understanding of what is canonical in the very same 
booklet, claiming that the Epistle of James should be considered inspired, despite Luther’s 
arguments to the contrary.32   
In both versions of this text, Karlstadt defends the canonicity of the Epistle of James as a 
way of confronting Luther’s opposing opinion which he had recently published in his text 
Resolutions (1518).33  In refuting his friend and ally, Karlstadt cites Jerome, using him as an 
authoritative figure over Luther in De canonicis scripturis: 
                                                             
30 This topic is based on upon Luther’s thirteenth thesis against Eck that argued that Scripture is more authoritative 
than any ecclesiastical authority, the Pope included.  In Eck’s own words: “… your thirteenth thesis, in answer to 
mine, affirms that the ‘supremacy’ of the Roman church rests on utterly worthless decrees of Roman popes issued 
within the last four hundred years.  Such decrees, you say, are opposed to the text of the Sacred Scripture and the 
accepted histories of eleven hundred years.”  Ziegler, Great Debates of the Reformation, 5-6.  
31 Mickey L. Mattox, Richard J. Serina, Jr., Jonathan Mumme, ed., Luther at Leipzig: Martin Luther, the Leipzig 
Debate, and the Sixteenth-Century Reformations, (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2019). 184. 
32 Karlstadt includes this in his section on the New Testament canon, a part of the booklet that was not translated 
into English for the purposes of this research. 
33 Keβler, “Karlstadt. De canonicis scripturis libellus,” 304. 
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“Why don’t you emulate the same leader [Jerome] when he affirms that the same epistle 
of that man [James] has fully deserved the dignity of authority through its use and 
antiquity?  And when he says that it has been freed from the suspicion of being 
apocryphal since antiquity?  Why are we so inclined to throw out authors whom our 
forefathers celebrated, both whom we can defend with many names, and whom finally 
we spurn only in title, and we dignify in other volumes and under another guise?  I admit 
that it is unclear that James is the writer of the epistle, but I do not concede that the 
authority is likewise obscure.”  
In using Jerome as an authority over Luther, Karlstadt demonstrates this tension in their 
relationship, where there existed nuanced divergence even amidst overall general agreement in 
the theological trajectory of their arguments.  In other words, while both men viewed the other as 
a close colleague and friend, neither saw the other as a figure of theological authority.   
 Even in light of this, however, Luther’s influence on Karlstadt cannot be ignored.  After 
all, it was Luther who first championed the idea of Scripture being the ultimate authority over the 
Pope well before Karlstadt adopted sola scriptura as an authoritative backbone for the arguments 
laid out in Which Books are Biblical.34  While it is clear that many of the foundational ideas 
essential to the Reformation were grasped by Karlstadt under the influence of Luther, the 
broader, cultural influence present at Wittenberg at the time, Christian Hebraism, undoubtedly 
influenced the opinions of both Luther and Karlstadt as they began to develop their thoughts on 
spiritual authority.  Had both men been at a less progressive university, such new hierarchies of 
authority may never have been penned. 
                                                             
34 Heiko A. Oberman, ed., Luther and the Dawn of the Modern Era: Papers for the Fourth International Congress 
for Luther Research, Seminar Reports, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), 216. 
14 
 
III. The Authorities of Karlstadt 
     3.1     A Pervasive Influence: Christian Hebraism in Karlstadt’s Thought  
Before dissecting the individual spiritual authorities within Karlstadt’s own thought, it is 
necessary to understand the intellectual movement that saturated the minds of academics at the 
time – humanism, and its offshoot movement among many theologians known as Christian 
Hebraism.  Without the influence of Christian Hebraism, Karlstadt would never have attributed 
authority to the arguments and ideas that he did. 
 Renaissance humanism was a movement that advocated that truth could be found 
amongst the texts from classical antiquity;35 its heavy opposition to scholasticism as an academic 
approach is probably an attribute that initially attracted Karlstadt after his departure from 
Thomist logic in 1517.36  However, the most important doctrine of humanism, at least for the 
purposes of this research, was the idea of ad fontes or a ‘return to the sources.’   
Humanists advocated for the idea that the original sources were more authentic and 
therefore have more authority, hence the humanist obsession with reconciling ancient Greek and 
Roman literature with modern thought.37  This idea of ad fontes permeated the academic sphere, 
resulting in Christian Hebraism, a movement among Church scholars as well as “wealthy and 
powerful patrons” that encouraged an increased amount of interest in learning the culture and 
language of the Jews so as to better understand the text of the Old Testament.38  Christian 
Hebraism asserted that it was only by understanding the original Hebrew that one could 
                                                             
35 Nicholas Mann, "The Origins of Humanism," In Cambridge Companion to Humanism, ed. Jill Kraye (Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 1–2. 
36 Craig W. Kallendorf, introduction to Humanist Educational Treatises, edited and translated by Craig W. 
Kallendorf (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London England: The I Tatti Renaissance Library, 2002) vii. 
37 Mann, "The Origins of Humanism," 1–2. 
38 Examples of such patrons include Elector Friedrich the Wise and his cousin Duke Georg, both of whom would 
play significant roles in the Protestant Reformation. Burnett, Christian Hebraism in the Reformation Era (1500-
1660): Authors, Books, and the Transmission of Jewish Learning, Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2012. 27, 29. 
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accurately and authoritatively interpret the Old Testament.  In other words, an authoritative 
understanding of the Old Testament could only be found via a ‘return to the sources,’ and it is to 
this movement that Karlstadt subscribed.  Its pervasive influence on his thought can be tangibly 
felt throughout the entire booklet Which Books are Biblical, in broader arguments and in the 
authorities he advocates for, as well as in smaller literary decisions.   
The influence of the Christian Hebraist ideal of ad fontes would ultimately lead Karlstadt 
in the development of his own hierarchy of spiritual authorities, preferring Jerome’s canon to 
that of Augustine, deferring to Jewish authority in determining the Christian Old Testament 
canon, and finally agreeing with Luther and Melanchthon that Scripture alone is the ultimate 
spiritual authority,39 the original source of “pure Christian truth,” as he writes in the dedication to 
the booklet.  The influence of this movement would also inform Karlstadt’s smaller literary 
decisions in Which Books are Biblical.   
One of the most striking characteristics of Karlstadt’s writing, in this booklet in 
particular, is his persistent use of what Neil R. Leroux terms “doublets,” a rhetorical technique in 
which two words of similar or even identical meaning are paired one after another in order to 
emphasize the author’s message.40  This literary technique is common in ancient Hebrew and is 
often employed in passages throughout the books of the Old Testament. Therefore Karlstadt’s 
intentional use of this ancient Hebrew tradition is indicative of his Christian Hebraist influence 
down to the minutest of details.  Throughout the text, Karlstadt uses synonym after synonym, 
communicating his arguments to the reader through repetition and redundancy.  For example 
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Karlstadt writes, “I would harness and dress [geharnischt und befleydt] my speech”, and again, 
“the laymen should not quiet and quench [loesche un stylle] his initial hunger and thirst [den 
orsten hunger unnd duerst] with the following books.”  In some of his other work, Karlstadt is 
known to have also used synonymous parallelism, another literary technique used in the ancient 
Hebrew of the Old Testament with much the same rhetorical function.41  But the literary nods to 
Hebrew culture are not limited to these examples.  Karlstadt was also the author of the first 
Wittenberg publication to include Hebrew characters,42 and one of the members of the 
Wittenberg faculty who learned the Hebrew language as well.  It is common knowledge among 
scholars that Karlstadt knew Hebrew (and Greek) well, as he used them extensively “in his 
exegesis writing and preaching.”43  In this way, it is clear that the development of Karlstadt’s 
thought, writing style and hierarchy of spiritual authorities is indebted to the pervasive influence 
of Christian Hebraism. 
     3.2     Karlstadt’s First Authority: Sola scriptura 
In discussing the authority Karlstadt ascribes to the famously Protestant doctrine of sola 
scriptura, his reference to it directly in the dedication portion of his booklet Which Books are 
Biblical will be analyzed; the importance of this passage cannot be exaggerated as it shows the 
way in which Karlstadt attributes ultimate authority to Scripture alone, a realization that his 
fellow reformers, Luther and Melanchthon, had arrived at earlier than he.44  However, even 
despite his late realization, Karlstadt certainly never considered ecclesiastical authorities to be 
above reproach, as he championed the idea that councils could err and that Scripture had more 
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authority than they before Luther ever did.45  Yet up until 1520, Karlstadt remained incredibly 
hesitant about criticizing the Pope, adamantly emphasizing that his Wagen broadsheet was only 
meant to attack scholasticism and that he never intended to indict the Pope in his polemic.46 This 
hesitancy could have been attributed to Karlstadt’s reluctance to put his academic career on the 
line, being Archdeacon of the University at the time.47  Nevertheless, by standing by the 
canonicity of papal decrees,48 Karlstadt could not simultaneously subscribe to the idea of sola 
scriptura.  It was not until 1520 that Karlstadt openly professed that ultimate authority belonged 
to Scripture alone, over both Pope and council.49  It is in this year that we see Karlstadt write in 
his dedication to Wolfgang Sturtzen in his booklet Which Books are Biblical: 
“Honorable benefactor and sponsor, I have observed and identified you as an enthusiast 
of pure Christian truth (that is, what is embodied in biblical books), both in person and 
through your support … In order to show goodness and honor to all Christians, especially 
to you, I wish to present you with a brief explanation, so that you can see and understand 
which books in the Bible, in truth, are biblical and divine and which are unbiblical.” 
In this opening paragraph, much can be gleaned of Karlstadt’s conception of sola 
scriptura as well as the influence behind it.  The most explicit reference to sola scriptura appears 
when Karlstadt writes that “pure Christian truth … is embodied in biblical books.”  But the way 
he phrases it in the above paragraph seems to suggest almost undoubtedly that what he intends to 
communicate is that pure and unadulterated Christian truth is only synonymous with “what is 
embodied in biblical books” (i.e. Scripture), and nothing else, be it Pope or council.  While this 
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is not explicitly what the reader may find in this dedication (and Karlstadt may, admittedly, not 
have been so upfront about sola scriptura prior to the writing of his addendum for political 
reasons), it is made abundantly obvious when read in conjunction with the addendum, and so we 
can safely say that this earlier paragraph speaks (if only in a whisper) to a now important 
authoritative concept for Karlstadt: sola scriptura.50  But what caused Karlstadt to lend authority 
to this concept so explicitly later on in his addendum?  There are two major influences on 
Karlstadt’s shift in thought: Christian Hebraism, and the Papal Bull Exsurge Domine that 
threatened Karlstadt with excommunication in September of 1520.   
The pervasive influence of Christian Hebraism on Christian professors of the time, as we 
have already discussed, was widespread, with Karlstadt being a major proponent of the 
movement.  Being a Christian offshoot of the humanist ideal of ad fontes, Christian Hebraism 
valued a return to the original language of Hebrew to aid in interpretation of the Old Testament, 
as the original version was seen as possessing more inherent authority.  It is along this vein of 
logic that we once again return to Karlstadt’s reference to Scripture as “pure Christian truth.”  
While we do not have any specific evidence to site, it was most likely the case that it was under 
the influence of the Hebraist idea of a ‘return to the sources’ that Karlstadt began to view 
Scripture as being the pure and unadulterated Divine Law,51 and since God is the ultimate 
authority, and it is his Spirit that authored Scripture and speaks to one through it,52 the biblical 
books are therefore the most original, authoritative representation of God himself and should 
therefore be the ultimate authority in the Church and in the lives of every Christian.  Karlstadt 
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also understood the Scripture to function pneumatologically, that is, that the Holy Spirit speaks 
to the reader directly,53 allowing even a “farmer with a plow” to come to a solid understanding of 
God’s will in a situation, and this understanding, Karlstadt argues, should carry more authority 
than the decision of a council or papal decree that was reached apart from Scripture.  One can 
easily see how such a conception of Scripture could come from the ad fontes idea that original 
denotes authoritative.  So while Christian Hebraist thought may not have been the sole factor, it 
definitely supported Karlstadt in his adoption of the idea of sola scriptura.54  But Christian 
Hebraism was not the only influence in Karlstadt’s adoption of this new authority.  
Karlstadt’s other influence in openly ascribing ultimate authority to Scripture above Pope 
and council in his addendum occurred due to political changes, namely the threat of 
excommunication in a Papal Bull of September 21, 1520.  The Bull gave Luther and Karlstadt 
sixty days to recant their position on papal authority, among other things.55  However, both 
reformers obstinately refused to do so, so long as Pope Leo remained unwilling to submit his 
authority beneath that of Scripture; both were officially excommunicated as a result.56  The Bull 
was issued after Karlstadt had already published De canonicis scripturis (1520) but before the 
publication of the German version, Which Books are Biblical (1520).  Therefore, Karlstadt added 
some material to the text in the form of an addendum that clearly states that the Pope must be 
subservient to Scripture in all circumstances, and that his Papal Bull was evidence of his heresy, 
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as it was not done in accordance with Scripture.57  This excommunication also would have 
dismissed any preoccupations Karlstadt may have had about losing his position at the University, 
allowing him to write freely, as he saw fit, without any regard for maintaining a good 
relationship with those in Rome;58 he was now considered an official heretic by the Church, what 
was the harm of speaking out against the Pope now and solidifying his stance on the doctrine of 
sola scriptura?  His feigned submission to the Church was now superfluous. 
However, the doctrine of sola scriptura is not the only one of Karlstadt’s theological 
authorities that aligns strongly with Christian Hebraist thought. 
 
3.3     Karlstadt’s Second Authority: Jewish Authority in the Christian   
Canon 
“It is also obvious to all who read the Holy Scripture of the Old Law or Testament in the 
language of the Jews (from whom we received the Old Testament) that no other books 
belong to the Old Testament other than the twenty-two mentioned above.  No one should 
consider any other books as being part of the Old Testament save those mentioned 
above.” 
 In the above quote from his booklet Which Books are Biblical, Karlstadt explicitly 
attributes authority in determining the proper, divine Old Testament canon to the Jews.  He 
argues that “no other books belong to the Old Testament other than the twenty-two” that the 
Jews consider to be inspired Scripture.  Such authority belongs to them, Karlstadt argues, 
because they were the original bearers of God’s oracles59 and we have only received such 
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writings second hand.  Therefore, in keeping with the Hebraist ideal of ad fontes, we should look 
to the authoritative source in establishing our canon. 
 Such a declaration, while in keeping with Hebraist thought, was quite counter-cultural at 
the time.  Christian-Jewish relations had always been problematic, if not outright hostile, with 
the Talmud being but on trial multiple times and condemned during the mid to late thirteenth 
century.  However, by the sixteenth century, with the rise of Christian Hebraism, there was an 
increase in not just Christian interest in the Hebrew language and culture, but also in a Christian 
respect and empathy for the Jews among some Hebraist scholars, one of whom was Johannes 
Reuchlin, sometimes referred to as Deutschlands erster Humanist;60 he is most well-known for 
his defense of the Jews and their writings and one can see his counter-cultural attitude towards 
them, as David H. Price writes: 
“Over the course of his career, Johannes Reuchlin, the founder of Christian Hebrew 
studies, portrayed Jews, Judaism, and the potential contributions of Jewish theology and 
scholarship to Christianity in increasingly empathetic ways. His representation evolved 
from being rooted in the goal of appropriating Jewish Kabbalah and even Christianizing 
the Hebrew language to a willingness to acknowledge godliness and piety, in addition to 
biblical learning, in the Jewish tradition.”61 
In an atmosphere of anti-Jewish sentiment propagated by the Church, Reuchlin’s 
Christian Hebraism compelled him to fervently challenge his contemporary, Johann Pfefferkorn, 
who desired to convince the Pope to confiscate Jewish books and writings.  While Pfefferkorn 
claimed that all of the Jewish texts were anti-Christian, Reuchlin argued that, with the exclusion 
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of a couple volumes that were not considered legitimate in the broader Jewish community, the 
Jewish texts were by no means anti-Christian, could even be useful in defending Christian 
theology, and therefore had no reason to be confiscated.  He supported his argument by 
referencing the fact that Paul of Burgos quoted the Talmud over fifty times in his book 
Scrutinium Scripturarum, rightfully observing that these quotes are used to support the Christian 
faith while theologically disarming the arguments of other “wrong faith[s].”62  Reuchlin and 
Pfefferkorn engaged in a pamphlet war which eventually blossomed into a papal court case.  
Officially, Reuchlin lost the case, however it seems that public opinion favored Reuchlin over 
Pfefferkorn.  This public support was largely due to the popularity of the humanist movement 
because, as Burnett accurately observes, the Christian Hebraist community viewed “the 
controversy as being an attack on biblical humanist learning.”63  Among Reuchlin’s humanist 
supporters were Karlstadt and Luther, with the former being ostensibly more affected by 
Reuchlin’s advocacy for respect of Jewish texts. 
It is quite obvious from his various letters to Georg Spalatin (1514, 1516) that Karlstadt 
was a strong supporter of Reuchlin’s defense against the confiscation of Jewish texts, so much 
so, that it is also believed that it was the woodcut Triumphus Capnionis (1514), depicting a 
victorious Reuchlin surrounded by many Jew-haters all bound by chains, that ultimately inspired 
Karlstadt’s famous Wagen woodcut in 1518 (see Figure 1 in the appendix).64  It is also 
speculated by scholars that Karlstadt’s opinion on the canon, the entire topic of his booklet, can 
most likely be attributed to Reuchlin, who, “following St. Jerome, deemed the Hebrew Old 
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Testament to be the primitive verity.”65  However, it is most probable that Reuchlin refrained 
from asserting this view of the canon publicly because of his well-known submission to the 
Church.66   
Unlike Luther, Karlstadt and other reformers, Reuchlin did not believe that one’s 
personal judgements should challenge Church authority; he did not believe in freedom of 
conscience over Church decrees.67  Karlstadt, however, had no problem asserting his view, 
because as Roper notes, “once … convinced [of anything] … he became a zealot."68  In this way, 
it was Reuchlin’s Hebraist influence in Karlstadt’s thought that ultimately led to his ascribing 
authority to the Jews in the case of the Old Testament canon.   
However it can be surmised that Karlstadt’s overall attitude toward the Jews, under the 
influence of Reuchlin, was also one of respect and empathy, not merely an intellectual assent to 
their authoritative role in determining Old Testament canon.  As previously mentioned, during 
the early years of the Reformation we find general agreement in the sentiments of Luther and 
Karlstadt as a result of their close friendship and self-professed mutual theology.69  Therefore, 
since Karlstadt’s Jewish sentiments were never explicitly recorded, it is necessary to turn to 
Luther’s, in order to get a sense of Karlstadt’s own thoughts at the time. 
With Christian Hebraism bringing Hebrew to the forefront of Christian thought, the 
general Christian approach to thinking about and interacting with Jews began to shift to be more 
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empathetic and respectful, and while this may seem strange in light of his later barbaric and cruel 
thoughts on the Jews, Martin Luther himself showed a genuine desire to show the Jews Christian 
charity during the early years of the Reformation.  During the time in which Karlstadt published 
his booklet Which Books are Biblical, Luther’s opinions on Christian-Jewish relations were also 
quite counter-cultural. 
While conversion of the Jews had always been an underlying reason for Christians to take 
an interest in the Jews and their Hebrew language, it was only with the introduction of Christian 
Hebraism that a larger scale dialogue between Christians and Jews for the purpose of conversion 
was realized.70  This is the approach we see Luther adopt, or at least advocate for, in the early 
years leading up to the Reformation during which he challenges the doctrine Servitus Judaeorum 
("Servitude of the Jews") in 1519 that was developed by Justinian I in the early sixth century.  In 
response to it, Luther wrote:  
"Absurd theologians defend hatred for the Jews. ... What Jew would consent to enter our 
ranks when he sees the cruelty and enmity we wreak on them—that in our behavior 
towards them we less resemble Christians than beasts?"71 
Luther’s amiability towards the Jews and desire to save their souls is further evidenced in his 
more well-known 1523 essay That Jesus Christ was Born a Jew in which he wrote: 
“If I had been a Jew and had seen such dolts and blockheads govern and teach the 
Christian faith, I would sooner have become a hog than a Christian. They have dealt with 
the Jews as if they were dogs rather than human beings; they have done little else than 
deride them and seize their property. When they baptize them they show them nothing of 
Christian doctrine or life, but only subject them to popishness and mockery...If the 
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apostles, who also were Jews, had dealt with us Gentiles as we Gentiles deal with the 
Jews, there would never have been a Christian among the Gentiles ... When we are 
inclined to boast of our position [as Christians] we should remember that we are but 
Gentiles, while the Jews are of the lineage of Christ. We are aliens and in-laws; they are 
blood relatives, cousins, and brothers of our Lord. Therefore, if one is to boast of flesh 
and blood the Jews are actually nearer to Christ than we are...If we really want to help 
them, we must be guided in our dealings with them not by papal law but by the law of 
Christian love. We must receive them cordially, and permit them to trade and work with 
us, that they may have occasion and opportunity to associate with us, hear our Christian 
teaching, and witness our Christian life. If some of them should prove stiff-necked, what 
of it? After all, we ourselves are not all good Christians either.”72 
Therefore, in light of Luther’s sympathies toward the Jews and desire for their conversion 
both before and after Karlstadt’s publication in 1520, it can be surmised, due to their more or less 
shared theology of the time, that Karlstadt held similar sympathies toward the Jews, or was at the 
very least in an intellectual climate that was more amicable to the idea.  For this reason, his using 
the Jews as an authoritative voice in establishing the Old Testament canon was most likely not a 
surprise to his humanist colleagues who, amidst the atmosphere of Christian Hebraism, 
considered the Jews to be a natural and authentic authority upon which to base such a 
decision.  Karlstadt was simply one of the first of the time to put it in writing.   
And yet introducing Jewish authority into the discussion was not the only way Christian 
Hebraism shaped Karlstadt’s theological hierarchy, for in supporting such a stance, Christian 
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Hebraism would influence Karlstadt to take sides in a debate that went back to the early Church 
Fathers, Jerome and Augustine. 
     3.4     Karlstadt’s Third Authority: Jerome’s Canon over that of Augustine 
As the numerous letters between Jerome and Augustine can attest to, these two influential 
Church fathers engaged in a debate on the Old Testament canon, and for all intents and purposes 
this debate is directly tied to the Christian Hebraist argument that Karlstadt puts forth in his 
booklet Which Books are Biblical.  So, as a first step in fully understanding the authority that 
Karlstadt ultimately attributed to Jerome in determining the Old Testament canon, it is necessary 
to look at the roots of the argument that originated between Jerome and Augustine in the late 
fourth and early fifth centuries. 
In addressing the points of divergence of Jerome and Augustine concerning the divine 
character of Scripture, it should be noted that Jerome was more conventional in his thinking, 
acting as a forerunner to the humanist idea of ad fontes, as he assigned greater weight and 
authority to sources he deemed to be more authentic and original.73  On the other hand, 
Augustine took a more progressive approach, with the assumption that God divinely inspired the 
translation of the Hebrew Bible to form the Greek Septuagint, such that this translation was to be 
preferred above all others.74  Therefore, their disparity in approaching the divine character of 
Scripture can be seen most clearly in their debate concerning whether or not Jerome’s Latin 
Vulgate was necessary. 
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         Before Jerome decided to translate the Hebrew Bible directly from the Hebrew into Latin 
in the Vulgate, all Latin translations of the Bible had originated from the Septuagint, the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament that had been produced many centuries prior.  The Septuagint 
was widely accepted by the Church with even prolific Christian teachers such as Augustine 
believing that its legendary “Seventy” translators had been divinely inspired in their word choice, 
making the need for returning to the original Hebrew manuscripts useless.75  However, Jerome 
became well acquainted with the discrepancies that existed between the Septuagint and the 
original Hebrew in his work on the Vulgate.76  This greatly worried Augustine who wrote many 
a letter to his contemporary to try and dissuade him from departing from such 
tradition.77  Jerome, however, was not deterred and remained steadfast in his desire to give 
authority to the most authentic sources “in the genuine form in which they were originally given 
to the world.”78   
In this way, it is evident that Jerome’s reasoning for the exclusion of the apocryphal 
books follows the ad fontes logic of the humanist movement, encapsulating, in essence, the 
Christian Hebraism of Reuchlin.  Therefore, throughout the remainder of this paper, Jerome’s 
views on the Old Testament canon will be referred to as being ‘proto-Hebraist’ in order to 
distinguish between the Christian Hebraist influence of Karlstadt’s day and the ideas of Jerome 
many centuries prior. 
But now we come to the debate over the canon of Scripture and here, in keeping with his 
proto-Hebraist views, we see that Jerome has many fewer books on his list than does 
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Augustine.  It was Jerome’s core proto-Hebraist belief that the original Hebrew manuscripts must 
be taken into account that most likely encouraged Karlstadt to select Jerome’s canon as a 
theological authority, despite being an avid follower of Augustinian theology in many other 
regards.79   
Therefore, under the influence of the overarching Christian Hebraist method of thought, it 
comes as no surprise that Karlstadt places Jerome as an authority in determining the canon, in 
light of this Church father’s proto-Hebraist sympathies in his treatment of not only the order of 
books, but the authenticity of their translation as well.  While it was Luther who first began 
speaking about a new hierarchy within Scripture, it was Karlstadt who first published a logical 
argument in support of said hierarchy, following Jerome’s logic in arguing for an Old Testament 
canon that resembled that of the Hebrew Bible.  It is this elevated view of the Hebrew Bible, 
influenced by Christian Hebraism, that caused Karlstadt to not only reintroduce this age-old 
debate, but to avidly participate in it in his booklet Which Books are Biblical: 
“I am certainly aware that Augustine spoke very differently than Jerome did of the 
number of these books … but you all should know that Jerome, in this case, outdoes 
Augustine; therefore one should follow Jerome, giving him more authority.” 
In the above quotation, Karlstadt makes it clear to the reader that there is a tension 
between Jerome and Augustine when it comes to the number of books in the canon and that he is 
aware of it.  He is also aware that these two views on the contents of the canon are diametrically 
opposed since one cannot hold that two exclusive sets of books are canon at the same time.  
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Therefore, after he openly affirms the discrepancy between these Church fathers, Karlstadt takes 
sides, arguing on behalf of Jerome, “giving him more authority.”  However, it should be noted 
that Karlstadt makes it a point to specify that his support of Jerome is conditional to this instance, 
as he writes, “in this case.”  The writings of Augustine have a great deal of influence in 
Karlstadt’s thought and so not only does he make clear that his disagreeing with Augustine is an 
isolated incident, he also shows respect and honor for Augustine throughout his booklet, 
referring to him as the “holy Augustine.”  However, even while showing such honor, Karlstadt 
not only finds it necessary to teach that Jerome should be followed in this instance, but goes on 
to emphasize that Augustine was in the wrong and that this fact must be openly acknowledged: 
“It is also quite easy to recognize that the holy Augustine erred, and we must not deny 
that he did so.” 
Here, lacing honor (“holy”) with disagreement, Karlstadt emphasizes the truth of his argument 
without issuing condemnation upon his dissenters, despite the fact that he is incensed by the 
inauthenticity of Augustine’s proposed canon.  Karlstadt is, as Barge points out, the first 
reformer to “question the authority of this Father” and so this may explain the delicacy with 
which he describes Augustine’s error.80 
 Later on in his booklet, Karlstadt makes it a point to emphasize the fact that the Hebrew 
Bible contains only twenty-two books and that “no one should consider any other books as being 
part of the Old Testament.”  Such a statement clearly condemns Augustine’s canon again, seeing 
as his contained forty-four books.81  The books that accounted for this massive quantitative 
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discrepancy were those not considered by the Jews to be divinely inspired and were therefore not 
a part of the Hebrew Bible upon which the Old Testament is based; Jerome referred to such 
books as apocryphal and Karlstadt follows suit.82  His zealousness for following Jerome is 
evidenced further by the almost verbatim copying of Jerome in discussing the number of Hebrew 
books as one can see below. 
Jerome:  “And so there are also twenty-two books of the Old Law; that is, five of 
Moses, eight of the prophets, nine of the Hagiographa, though some include Ruth and 
Kinoth (Lamentations) amongst the Hagiographa, and think that these books ought to be 
reckoned separately; we should thus have twenty-four books of the ancient Law.”83 
 
Karlstadt:  “And so the Jews do not consider more than twenty-two books to be 
included in the Old Testament, but it is even more common to include twenty-four, 
especially if one wishes to count the books of Ruth and Lamentations separately.”  
 
 At this point in Karlstadt’s thought, his Christian Hebraist influence is inseparable from 
his selection of Jerome as an authority in the matter of the Old Testament canon, and so it is 
more than likely that Karlstadt saw himself as arguing alongside Jerome for an unblemished 
canon consisting only of “pure Christian truth.”  It is with this mindset that Karlstadt publicly re-
determines the canon, calling a large portion of its contents un-divine and of a secondary use 
altogether.  But Karlstadt does not stop with simply forming a new hierarchy of Scripture after 
that of Jerome; he also follows Jerome in prescribing a way in which Scripture should be read. 
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 In the subtitle of his booklet Which Books are Biblical, Karlstadt writes:  
“This booklet teaches the difference between biblical and unbiblical books, an area in 
which many people have erred and continue to do so.  In addition, this booklet teaches 
which books of the Bible should be read first.”   
Therefore, Karlstadt not only wishes to elucidate to the public which books should be considered 
divine and inspired, but also in what order one should read them.  Jerome also suggested that one 
read the books contained in the Hebrew Bible first as they would serve as a defensive line 
against dangers to the faith, protecting one from the potential pitfalls of reading the apocryphal 
books as divine Scripture.  As Jerome wrote in his prologue to the Books of Kings:  
“This preface to the Scriptures may serve as a helmeted introduction to all the books 
which we turn from Hebrew into Latin, so that we may be assured that what is outside of 
them must be placed aside among the Apocryphal writings.”84   
Karlstadt clearly had Jerome’s analogy in mind when he wrote: 
“[The laymen] should be assiduous and diligent in their [study of the proper books] and it 
should protect them first and foremost from the danger to the faith.  When they mature in 
their faith and they have reinforced and armored themselves with the biblical scripture, 
they can then read through the unbiblical books [i.e. the Apocrypha].”   
As one can see above, the idea for Karlstadt’s military metaphor in explaining the relationship 
between the Christian and Holy Scripture is clearly one he borrowed from Jerome.  This can be 
seen in the way they both particularly focus on the concept of true Scripture being a military 
defense against a myriad of spiritual dangers; “helmeted” and “reinforced and armored” both 
represent methods of military defense. 




In this way, by placing Jerome over Augustine in his hierarchy of authorities concerning 
the canon, Karlstadt not only accepts Jerome’s list of canonized Scripture, but incorporates other 
aspects of his thought into his suggestions to the laymen of Germany.  It is clear that Jerome’s 
position of authority in Karlstadt’s theological hierarchy can most likely be attributed to the 
Christian Hebraist idea of ad fontes, which cannot be overstated when discussing his stance on 
the Old Testament canon. 
However, it should be noted that Jerome, even while personally being convinced of the 
unbiblical nature of the apocryphal books, never challenged the Church’s position on the canon 
and, like Reuchlin, submitted to the authority of the Church in this matter, even while 
disagreeing privately.85  This makes Karlstadt the first to blatantly challenge the Church on the 
Old Testament canon and to publicly propose a new hierarchy of Scripture, the first, and most 
immediate consequence of his newly synthesized hierarchy of theological authorities. 
  
                                                             
85 Howorth, “The Origin and Authority of the Biblical Canon,” 344. 
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IV. The Consequences of Karlstadt’s Hierarchy of Spiritual Authorities 
     4.1     The First Consequence: New Hierarchy of Scripture Results in 
Formation of the Apocrypha  
“I am certainly aware that Augustine spoke very differently than Jerome did of the 
number of these books.  I am also aware that he has a different opinion concerning the 
Psalms, but you all should know that Jerome, in this case, outdoes Augustine; therefore 
one should follow Jerome, giving him more authority” (emphasis added). 
As previously discussed, and as the quote above clearly demonstrates, it is evident from 
this booklet’s structure, and the arguments therein, that Karlstadt underwent a process of 
developing a hierarchy of theological authorities all his own, assigning authority to some over 
others, under the influence of Christian Hebraist thought.  In fact, we even see him use this very 
type of authoritative language when he gives more credence to Jerome rather than Augustine: 
“therefore one should follow Jerome, giving him more authority” (emphasis added).  However, 
as the title of this booklet reveals, by giving more authority to some sources than others, 
Karlstadt does not merely synthesize a new hierarchy of theological authorities; he applies this 
new prioritization of authority to Scripture itself, resulting in a new hierarchy of biblical texts 
that ultimately leads to the formation of the Apocrypha.  However, it should be noted that 
although he claims that the apocryphal books are not divinely inspired, Karlstadt in no way 
discredits their usefulness in Christian learning and teaching.  Therefore this new ordering of 
Scripture should be understood as simply a reprioritization of books and not a rejection of 
anything dangerous to the faith or heretical. 
In his booklet Which Books are Biblical, Karlstadt, following Jewish tradition (and 
therefore that of Jerome), divides the Old Testament into four sections as follows: “the five 
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books of Moses” (Torah), “the Prophets” (Nevi’im), “the holy scribes or holy teachers” 
(Ketuvim) and the “Apocrypha.”  Karlstadt considers the first three sections to be divinely 
inspired and to be the Word of God, the one true source from which we should glean all 
important issues concerning our faith; as he writes in the original Latin version, the Apocrypha 
contains books “whose authority is judged less fitting for supporting those things which come 
into contention.”  The Apocrypha, according to Karlstadt, contains books that were not divinely 
inspired and therefore did not find their origin in God.  These books, Karlstadt argues, should 
therefore not be treated as if they were on the same authoritative level as the divine books, and in 
so arguing, generates his own hierarchy of scriptural authority in the context of the Old 
Testament. 
However, as above mentioned, Karlstadt does not, in any way, advocate for the Church to 
no longer use these books and neither does he encourage Christians to curtail their reading of 
them.  On the contrary, he writes, “No one should consider these [apocryphal] books and their 
contents to be biblical, but one should use them as old holy texts, just as one would use the 
writings of any other holy teacher.”  In this way, Karlstadt is truly advocating for a 
reprioritization of the Old Testament books, in accordance with the Christian Hebraist idea of ad 
fontes, with the Apocryphal texts on the bottom, as they are not inspired, and therefore exist at a 
greater degree of separation from God.86  He therefore compares them to the writings of the 
Church Fathers when he writes: 
                                                             
86 An issue of authenticity that most likely found its origin in Christian Hebraist thought and ultimately manifested 
itself in the idea of sola scriptura.  For more information on the concept of sola scriptura and its authority in 
Karlstadt’s thought, see the previous chapter.  
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“Although the Christian Church uses sayings and teachings of the Church Fathers on a 
daily basis, they still remain holy teachers and while their books are saintly, they are not 
above reproach; they will never become biblical Scripture.” 
In this way, Karlstadt not only emphasizes the “un-divine” nature of the apocryphal books, but 
also the good spiritual edification one can draw from them, as one can from the writings of 
Augustine or Jerome.  But Karlstadt does not stop there.  Desiring to drive this point home, he 
draws on the imagery of medieval battle methods to form an analogy for the relationship 
between the biblical books and the unbiblical, apocryphal books within his new hierarchy of 
Scripture, as one can see below.  
 “The foot soldiers do not have all of the armor like everyone else in the army, and 
therefore they cannot replace the commanders.  The relationship between the [biblical] 
scripture … and those scriptures excluded can also be understood in this way … The 
biblical books contain verses that are both armed and skillful, while the verses of the 
other books are only naked and weak, however, they increase the size of the army and 
serve well for tournaments and pre-battle skirmishes.   
It is customary, during the tournament and the pre-battle skirmish, to have fun, play 
games and enjoy oneself.  But during the real battle amidst the real strikes, contrary to 
any game, there is no space for fun as one needs skilled people in such dire straits.” 
In this way, Karlstadt reorders the Scriptures, and even while removing the Apocryphal books 
from the canon of inspired Scripture, he still maintains that they are useful in supporting the 
faith, while they should not be used as foundations of it. 
This distinction is a direct result of his Christian Hebraist background, as his hierarchy of 
Scripture is based solely upon the idea that antiquity implies authority.  This is nothing other 
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than an application of the ad fontes humanist idea that was perpetuated in Christian Hebraist 
thought.  Whether Karlstadt is intentionally applying this idea or not, its significant presence 
cannot be overlooked.  However, this new hierarchy of Scripture is not the only application of 
Karlstadt’s new found hierarchy of theological authorities. 
 
     4.2     The Second Consequence: New Hierarchy of Ecclesiastical Authority 
under Scripture 
“Firstly the Pope is incomparably lower than the biblical Scripture and should let it be 
told to him “ne innitaris prudentiæ tuæ” [Proverbs 3:5 - “lean not on your own 
understanding”] like the lowest of the craftsmen.” 
The above quote is taken from the first part of the Author’s Addendum, a section that only 
appears in Karlstadt’s German booklet and acts undoubtedly as a summary of his response to the 
Papal Bull Exsurge Domine that threatened him with excommunication; the Bull was issued less 
than two months before the publication of Which Books are Biblical.87  During this time, 
Luther’s writings had continued to gain traction, making his excommunication inevitable.  
Karlstadt might have evaded this fate if not for his bitter opponent from the Leipzig debates, 
Johannes Eck, who ensured that Karlstadt’s name was also added to the Bull.88  It is due to these 
significant situational changes that Karlstadt’s German translation chooses to emphasize, in the 
most explicit of terms, the second application of his new hierarchy of theological authorities: 
namely, that “the Pope is a heretic.”  It is the authority that Karlstadt gives to Scripture (in 
                                                             




accordance with Hebraist idea of ad fontes) that, when applied to ecclesiastical authority, results 
in a new hierarchy of Church power and gives rise to the previous, shocking statement. 
Following the concept of sola scriptura, Karlstadt attributes the foundational authority of 
the Christian faith to Scripture above all else, second, not even, to the papacy.89  This is why 
Karlstadt’s first point in his Addendum against the papacy uses a scriptural reference (Proverbs 
3:5) to place the Pope under the authority of Scripture.  Karlstadt continues then, in a similar 
manner: 
“Secondly, I say, and it is true, that the biblical Scripture surpasses this Council.  And if a 
farmer with a plow could show the Council through Scripture that his understanding was 
good and that the mind of the Council was evil then the Council should give way to the 
farmer and should honor him because of the biblical Scripture.   
Thirdly, it is to be noted that the biblical Scripture is more worthy than the Christian 
Church and that the Christian Church should orient itself around and live and conform in 
accordance with the holy Scripture and in turn the Scripture should not live and conform 
itself according to the Church.” 
In these next two points, Karlstadt explicitly outlines the grand authority he believes 
Scripture to possess as the very Word of God.  The new ecclesiastical hierarchy Karlstadt 
proposes sees Scripture on the very top, with papacy and councils beneath it, held accountable to 
conform to the “pure Christian truth” it reveals.  Based on Karlstadt’s reasoning, anyone who 
places their opinion over and above, or even equal to Scripture, is a heretic, substituting the 
                                                             
89 In his dedication to Wolfgang Sturzen, Karlstadt refers to Scripture as “pure Christian truth”, highlighting his 
agreement with the concept of sola scriptura.  
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teachings of God for the teachings of man,90 a sentiment he reiterates in the conclusion to his 
addendum: 
“I want the Pope to note that Paul praises the people of Thessalonica for not accepting a 
human law.  And this is why the Pope perverts the holy Scripture, as he lets his holy 
decrees be called canon …” 
It is therefore the mis-prioritization of ecclesiastical authority given to the papacy that causes 
Karlstadt to critique the present statis quo and advise a new ecclesiastical hierarchy, one that 
acknowledges divine Scripture as its ultimate authority.   
However, it should again be noted that Karlstadt is merely suggesting a reordering of 
ecclesiastical positions of authority within the Church, and, despite referring to papal traditions 
as “superfluous and useless”, he is no way implying that positions of authority in the Church 
(such as the papacy or councils) are inherently heretical or anathema.91  Rather, he is explicitly 
stating that the Pope is currently a heretic as he is giving more authority to himself and his 
decrees than to Scripture.  This nuanced stance is evident in the final sentences of Karlstadt’s 
addendum:  
“Now the Holy Scripture is sufficient for the Christians and therefore the papal traditions 
are superfluous and useless and from this it also follows that nobody can be led to 
salvation through the papal rule.  Yes, the devil follows (instead of me) the decree of the 
                                                             
90 This phrase is a paraphrase of part of 1 Thessalonians 2:13, a verse that Karlstadt translates and incidentally 
misquotes in his addendum, attributing it, instead, to 2 Thessalonians.  Due to the extreme similarities of both books, 
this mistake is not difficult to fathom.  Such Scriptural citing is important, however, because it shows that Karlstadt 
is attempting to ‘practice what he preaches’, as he writes, “… it is to be noted that I followed the common practice 
of relying on the word of the biblical books [to prove my argument].” 
91 Karlstadt’s argument here is consistent with that of Luther’s when he debated Eck during the Leipzig debate: “… 
we are not denying the ecclesiastical hierarchy.  We are arguing about the head of the monarchy, not about 




erroneous god [the Pope] because [his decrees] are not a rule of the faith and therefore 
should not be called canon or catholic.” 
In this conclusion, Karlstadt not only reemphasizes that a new hierarchy is necessary, 
with Scripture as the ultimate authority over all Church positions, he also demonstrates that the 
intention of this booklet is to reprove the Church, establishing a correct hierarchy of authority 
both in Scripture and in ecclesiastical positions of power.  There is evidence of this intention in 
the last sentence as he writes that the Pope’s decrees “are not a rule of faith and therefore should 
not be called canon or catholic.”  In writing this, Karlstadt demonstrates that although he spoke 
out against the Church (unlike Jerome and Reuchlin), submitting himself to Scripture above all 
else, it was still his desire to see the Church thrive according to the proper catholic faith.  So 
while this text may be considered a Protestant Reformation pamphlet, its ultimate intention was 
never the disunity of the Church, but rather unity in the proper catholic faith, organized under the 
proper hierarchy of spiritual authorities.92   
  
                                                             
92 Evidence for Karlstadt’s desire for the unity of all believers, across all social boundaries, under the proper catholic 
faith (that is, with Scripture as ultimate authority) can be seen in his preface to this booklet: “As I have reported 
before, new and German Bibles are being printed, and all Christians, the clerics and the laymen, the educated and 
the uneducated, should be committed to reading the Holy Scriptures or hearing them read aloud, and therefore, 
should be able and willing to teach other Christians; I, Karlstadt, … wish to give each and every Christian, old and 
young, the ordained and the unordained, men and women, a brief instruction on which books are undoubtedly 




While perhaps unintentional to some extent, by reordering his own theological authorities 
to conform to the Hebraist ideal of ad fontes, Karlstadt arrives at the conclusion that Scripture 
itself should be reordered into a new hierarchy of authority, which he lays out in his booklet 
Which Books are Biblical.  However, this new hierarchy he proposes is a simple reordering of 
texts, without rejecting anything as heretical.  In this way, even those books he considered to be 
uncanonical (i.e. apocryphal) are still considered by him to be useful and to contain good 
teachings of the faith.  This idea of merely reordering authorities is also characteristic of 
Karlstadt’s subsequent critique of ecclesiastical authority, placing Scripture above Pope and 
council, without dismissing the positions entirely.  Sadly, however, this nuanced understanding 
of hierarchy, in terms of the Apocrypha, was quickly perverted among Protestants, as Henry H. 
Howorth observes: 
“The term Apocrypha is used, however, as equivalent not to spurious but to non-
canonical, a sense which speedily became perverted.”93   
However, it is worth noting that Karlstadt’s original intention in forming this hierarchy was 
preserved for some time, even becoming one of the 39 Articles of the English Reformation.  This 
nuanced idea of hierarchy, heavily characterized and influenced by the Christian Hebraist ideal 
of a ‘return to the sources’, would also remain in the public conscious well into the 17th Century 
as author Owen Felltham wrote in Resolves (1696): 
“The first two [policy and nature] I may use as counsellors; hear what they say and weigh 
it: but the last [religion] must be my sovereign.  They are to religion as Apocrypha to the 
                                                             
93 Howorth, “The Origin and Authority of the Biblical Canon,” 350. 
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Bible; they are good things, may be bound up and read with it: but must be rejected when 
they cross the text canonical.”94   
It is this spirit that the contemporary Luther Bible translation of 2017 also tries to capture 
through its inclusion of the apocryphal texts, which were left out of previous versions over the 
years, as has become the Protestant custom.   
While there are admittedly challenges in maintaining such a nuanced concept of 
hierarchy in practice, it is important to note that the early Reformation was not about breaking 
away from the Church, but rather it was focused on reordering its authoritative structures, 




                                                             




























Which Books are Biblical 
This booklet teaches the difference between biblical and unbiblical books, an area in which many 
people have erred and continue to do so.  In addition, this booklet teaches which books of the 
Bible should be read first. 
  
Dr. Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt 
  











To the honorable and notable Wolfgang Sturtzen, a citizen and Bergmeister95 in 
Joachimsthal, I, Andreas Bodenstein, wish you health and good life in Christ with the offering of 
my willing service.   
Honorable benefactor and sponsor, I have observed and identified you as an enthusiast of pure 
Christian truth (that is, what is embodied in biblical books), both in person and through your 
support (which you have attained through your service, affability and goodness).  In order to 
show goodness and honor to all Christians, especially to you, I wish to present you with a brief 
explanation, so that you can see and understand which books in the Bible, in truth, are biblical 
and divine and which are unbiblical.  Such biblical books should be [read] in earnest and used 
against the strongly armed enemies.  The other books, however, only increase the size of the 
army, serve for amusement, or serve against the ignorant warriors (such as the barefoot orders).  
I do this so that the Franciscans and the other mendicants do not damage your soul, as they have 
been doing to your goods, health and life up until now.  I hope you will not be displeased with 
me, as the worthy lord and master Johan Sturtz, your brother (who came here to study the true 
Christian faith) assured me that this text will find favor with you.  May God bless you. 
Dispatched from Wittenberg on the Sunday after All Saints Day [November 4th].  In the year 
1520. 
Preface 
As I have reported before, new and German Bibles are being printed, and all Christians, the 
clerics and the laymen, the educated and the uneducated, should be committed to reading the 
Holy Scriptures or hearing them read aloud, and therefore, should be able and willing to teach 
other Christians; I, Karlstadt, based on the request and desire of several God-fearing people, wish 
to give each and every Christian, old and young, the ordained and the unordained, men and 
women, a brief instruction on which books are undoubtedly inspired and biblical as well as those 
that are not accepted or approved.  In this way the pious and faithful servant of God may read the 
very best Scripture, and use it in his studies.  While surrounded by heretics it will preserve him 
and bring him out of all danger, so that he (like a clever little lamb) will be able to firstly search 
out the best pasture.  But I want to explain it all briefly.  This way, if one requires or demands a 
further [explanation of this] amendment one can read my Latin booklet entitled and called De 




                                                             
95 Mining official 
45 
 
Biblical Books of the Old Testament 
In the Old Testament, the following books are considered canonical, meaning they are both 
inspired and biblical: the five books of Moses, the same five books that were called the law in 
the times of Christ.  Even today, the Jews call these same five books the law - in Hebrew: Torah. 
Following those books the Jews have the Prophets as a second section (as do educated Christians 
in both practice and use), namely these books:  
i. Joshua 
Firstly they count Jesus son of Naue, that is, 
the Book of Joshua, among the Prophets. 
ii. Judges, Ruth 
Following this is the Book of Judges, to which 
the little Book of Ruth is joined. 
iii. Samuel 
In the third position they put Samuel, that is, 
the first and second Books of Kings. 
iv. Book of Kings 
In the fourth position they put the Book of 
Kings, that is, the two remaining Books of 
Kings. 
v. Isaiah 
They put Isaiah as the fifth component. 
vi. Jeremiah 
Jeremiah is the sixth. 
vii. Ezekiel 
They give the seventh position to Ezekiel. 
[viii.] 12 Minor Prophets 
And the eighth position is held for the twelve 
Minor Prophets, which the Jews have all in a 




These books in this second section are called [the] Prophets.   
Third Section of Divine Books 
The Jews call the third section of books the holy scribes or holy teachers, because they consider 
these teachers to be comparable to David and Moses. 
i. Job 
The book of Job is placed first in this section. 
ii. David 
David follows with a book of Psalms.  It 
should be noted that some Psalms have a 
superscription containing the authors name, 
while others are without such a superscription; 
those without belong to the writer or master 
who has written the previous Psalm.  I am 
certainly aware that Augustine spoke very 
differently than Jerome did of the number of 
these books.  I am also aware that he has a 
different opinion concerning the Psalms, but 
you all should know that Jerome, in this case, 
outdoes Augustine; therefore one should 
follow Jerome, giving him more authority. 
It is also quite easy to recognize that the holy 
Augustine erred, and we must not deny that he 
did so. 
Three books of Solomon are present in the aforementioned section. 
iii. Proverbs 
The third position is Proverbs, that is, 
examples or common sayings. 
iv. Ecclesiastes In fourth position, the book of Ecclesiastes. 
v. Song of Songs In fifth position, the book of Song of Songs. 
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vi. Daniel In sixth position, Daniel. 
vii. Books of Chronicles In seventh position, the Books of Chronicles. 
viii. Ezra The eighth position belongs to Ezra, namely 
his first two booklets.96 
ix. Esther In ninth position is Esther. 
Summary of the Books 
And so the Jews do not consider more than twenty-two books to be included in the Old 
Testament, but it is even more common to include twenty-four, especially if one wishes to count 
the books of Ruth and Lamentations separately.  
All books that are a part of our Old Testament, but are not included in the aforementioned 
sections, are not accepted by all believers and are not considered inspired or biblical text.  
Apocrypha 
Yes, I agree wholeheartedly with St. Jerome when he says that they are apocryphal, that is, they 
are unknown authorities and have no biblical holiness.  However Augustine counts and considers 
many books to be Holy Scripture, which should not be valued as such.  It is also obvious to all 
who read the Holy Scripture of the Old Law or Testament in the language of the Jews (from 
whom we received the Old Testament) that no other books belong to the Old Testament other 
than the twenty-two mentioned above.  No one should consider any other books as being part of 
the Old Testament save those mentioned above. 
Manasseh Consequently, the prayer or Orison of 
Manasseh should not be read as Holy 
Scripture. 
Also, the last two books of Ezra (that are erroneously ascribed to him) should not be considered 
as holy biblical Scripture.  And no one should be alarmed, when he finds that the holy teachers 
(like Augustine or Ambrose and others) introduce the books named above alongside holy, 
inspired Scripture. Regarding this issue, we must then consider the writings of Augustine and 
others. If we were to use their teachings as holy and biblical Scripture, and value them as such, 
we would be wrong and would anger the holy Augustine deeply. 
                                                             





See the Canon of Scripture 
God willing, I will prove this in this booklet On the Difference between Holy Scripture and Holy 
Writings, and as I have already proven in my aforementioned booklet De Scripturis Canonicis. 
iii. Tobias It is evident from the aforementioned section 
that the booklet of Tobias is also not included 
as holy biblical scripture in the Old 
Testament. 
v. Judith Judith is also not a part of the Old Testament. 
vi. Wisdom In the same way the following books are also 
not included, namely the book of Wisdom, 
vii. Sirach Sirach, 
viii. Maccabees and the two books of Maccabees.  
ix. Daniel Baruch,97 the two last chapters of Daniel, and 
a good part of Daniel in the third chapter are 
also not divine Scripture.  There is no 
mention of these books and chapters in the 
Old Testament. 
I wholeheartedly believe and confess that the Jews still have parts of these books right now (like 
we have the writings of the Church Fathers), but they are not included in the Hebrew Bible and 
they should therefore not be considered of the same value as the biblical books. 
There is, however, a second category of Apocrypha and a definite distinction should be made 
between the apocryphal books listed above and this second category.  These books now listed are 
condemned as unbiblical books and are not part of the Hebrew Bible.   
                                                             
97 It is uncertain as to why Karlstadt includes Baruch when talking about Daniel. 
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iii. [1] Esdra 
iiii. et [2 Esdra] 
Each of the two last books of Ezra should not 
be held as holy biblical scripture. 
The same is true for the Prayer of Manasseh and Baruch and the two last chapters of Daniel, that 
is, the stories of Susanna, of the idol Bel and the Dragon, and of Habakkuk. 
However in the above mentioned books there is a lot that no one should deny; subsequently no 
one is forced to accept these books as authoritative.  However, we should accept these truths not 
because they are part of these books, but rather, because you find them also in Holy Scripture.  It 
should be noted that many writings read in the holy churches are not biblical and divine, and thus 
not Holy Scripture, despite many lessons and sayings (by Augustine, Jerome, Ambrose, Gregory, 
Bede, Chrysostom, Cyril, Latin and Greek thinkers) being read and sung.  They would absolutely 
not want to be honored as biblical, nor would they want us to equate their books or writings to 
the holy divine Scripture, or consider them biblical and divine.  
Church Practice 
Likewise the Christian Church reads various books, each with its own strength and power.  
Through its use of the texts, the Church does not make the texts greater or more valuable than 
they inherently are.  
Augustine and Jerome (and others) are holy Christian teachers; their homilies and other 
teachings are read by the church.  However the church does not hold these writings as equal to 
biblical Scripture, but considers them of incomparably less worth.  But several crazy monks 
over-emphasize the value and importance of the above-mentioned teachers and consider them to 
be above reproach. 
However it is obvious that the above-mentioned Church Fathers lead all Christians in an 
interpretation of the Scripture, saying that each person should follow firmly in the biblical 
Scripture alone. 
And if a Christian must be punished according to Holy Scripture, it must be because they failed 
to follow the divine Scripture.98  Although the Christian Church uses sayings and teachings of 
the Church Fathers on a daily basis, they still remain holy teachers and while their books are 
saintly, they are not above reproach; they will never become biblical Scripture. 
                                                             
98 The meaning of the German is uncertain, however, this translation would make sense in the broader scope of what 
Karlstadt is addressing.  He is probably referring here to the unscriptural condemnation of his writings by the Pope 
in the Papal Bull Exsurge Domine. 
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Therefore one should speak of the Apocrypha in such a way that they, and each thing, should 
remain in their current strength and power, even though the Church uses it, and the holy teachers 
introduce it at times (for their own purposes).  
Therefore the two last books of Esdra do not become in any way more valuable because of their 
use; yes, they will never be considered equal to the biblical books. 
Among the apocryphal books that are not part of the Old Testament (of which I now speak of 
and about), there are some which are holy books but are still not valued as divine or biblical. 
Namely: 
i. Book of Wisdom iii. Judith v. Maccabees 
ii. Wisdom of Sirach iv. Tobias  
 
No one should consider these books and their contents to be biblical, but one should use them as 
old holy texts, just as one would use the writings of any other holy teacher.   
And despite that they are, as I have mentioned, not considered to be biblical books, I still advise, 
for your own good, that no one should discard them by taking them lightly, ridiculing or 
mocking them, because it would be ridiculous for you to laugh about an idea in the Book of 
Wisdom, that you, at the same time, read, accept and kiss with all reverence in the books of 
Moses and Daniel. 
I confess that Jerome regards and considers the aforementioned books to be less equipped in 
their ability to strike, capture and bind your enemy.  However the apocryphal books are still 
mightier and more important than the teachings of Jerome, Augustine and other Church Fathers, 
be it in Latin or in Greek. 
I also say that we should not use the verses, sayings and teachings of the Apocrypha in combat 
with our enemies or put them on the front lines.  Rather they should stand beside other Scripture 
to enlarge the army and ornament it, because everyone has to admit that it would be laudable for 
someone to follow such a big, fine army, even if such ornamentation is unnecessary. 
For Example: 
The foot soldiers do not have all of the armor like everyone else in the army, and therefore they 
cannot replace the commanders.  The relationship between the scripture in the above-mentioned 
sections and those scriptures excluded can also be understood in this way, the latter being made 
and used many years before Christ’s birth.  The biblical books contain verses that are both armed 
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and skillful, while the verses of the other books are only naked and weak, however, they increase 
the size of the army and serve well for tournaments and pre-battle skirmishes.   
It is customary, during the tournament and the pre-battle skirmish, to have fun, play games and 
enjoy oneself.  But during the real battle amidst the real strikes, contrary to any game, there is no 
space for fun, as one needs skilled people in such dire straits.  The same is the case with the 
Book of Wisdom and similar [texts]; they serve well for the pre-battle skirmish and the 
tournament, but for the seriousness of the battle they are too weak.  They cannot inflict fatal 
wounds or capture the enemy; one is also not counted as a heretic for denying them.  And 
therefore Jerome has not used the Book of Wisdom against his enemies apart from other biblical 
books.  He was always afraid that the heretics would refuse [his argument if it were based solely 
on the Book of Wisdom].  He has used other books of Scripture and only added the Book of 
Wisdom as embellishment and on the side.  I don’t say that such small and weak books enclose 
false sayings, as some might conclude.  No, I say, nobody should be regarded as a heretic who 
does not accept these books and I side with St. Jerome’s teaching that they don’t strike, bind and 
capture the enemy, but however, they are greater and stronger than St. Augustine, Jerome, 
Ambrose and Gregory and other similar writings and teachings. 
It is also true that when I need to write against someone, or need to fight with words, I would 
harness and dress my speech with Moses, Joshua, the Book of Kings or a saying of the Prophets.  
If I were to fight using Scripture from the books which are not registered and counted in the 
number of the Old Testament so that one would be unable to fight back, he would disregard me 
and my argument, like one would the whistle and hiss of a goose.  It is ridiculous for one to fight 
against divine and biblical Scripture using Scripture that is not valued as biblical.  Therefore 
these are great fools who attack biblical foundations using human speech and sayings (that is, the 
word or teachings of the Pope and the holy teachers, Augustine and others like him).   
Finally, the laymen should not quiet and quench his initial hunger and thirst from the following 
books: Wisdom, Sirah, Tobias, Judith and others, which are not part of the Old Testament.  They 
should be diligent to edify, nourish and absorb the Christian spirit and youth from the books 
which are regarded as divine and biblical and to which some people do not object.  They should 
be assiduous and diligent in their [study of the proper books] and it should protect them first and 
foremost from the danger to the faith.  When they mature in their faith and they have reinforced 
and armored themselves with the biblical scripture, then they can read through the unbiblical 
books. 
What I described above briefly, [concerning] Tobias and the others, you should also use as a 
judgement of the following books and chapters; yes, less and minor. 
Even though there are many good and beautiful teachings embodied and included in these books, 
and even though the Church has used them at times, they still are unbiblical and the Holy Church 




I will not drop the case [even] against those who equip and help themselves with the Latin and 
German Bibles that embody and include the above mentioned books and chapters.  Firstly, I 
know that the printed Hebrew bibles, which we are obliged to believe and follow in questionable 
and obscure matters regarding the Old Testament, don’t have the above mentioned books and 
chapters.  Secondly, even though the Latin and German Bibles include the above mentioned 
books and chapters, they nevertheless always have a sign99 as well as the disrespect of Jerome’s 
prefaces.   
I also admit that Baruch and other booklets often include teachings and sayings which are divine 
and biblical.  Nevertheless, these teachings are not biblical because of their inclusion in these 
unbiblical books, but rather, because we find them in unbiblical100 and biblical books.  
Otherwise, all sayings and verses would be biblical and included in these books and in the Holy 
Scripture.  If we followed this logic many sayings from Virgil and Ovid would be heard and 
accepted as biblical.  In short, if one wants to establish that one text is biblical and one would 
show off with it,101 he must use all means from a biblical book. 
Everyone should know that there are several sayings and words included here in the booklet of 
Esther which are established as pious, despite the fact that they were added; this can be seen 
especially in chapters 11, 12, 13, 15. 
[In the booklet, the section on the New Testament is placed here.] 
Following Addition: The Author’s Addendum 
Finally, several additions should be noted. 
Firstly the Pope is incomparably lower than the biblical Scripture and should let it be told to him 
“ne innitaris prudentiæ tuæ” [Proverbs 3:5 - “lean not on your own understanding”] like the 
lowest of the craftsmen.   
Secondly, I say, and it is true, that the biblical Scripture surpasses this general Council.  And if a 
farmer with a plow could show the Council through Scripture that his understanding was good 
and that the mind of the Council was evil then the Council should give way to the farmer and 
should honor him because of the biblical Scripture.   
Thirdly, it is to be noted that the biblical Scripture is more worthy than the Christian Church and 
that the Christian Church should orient itself around and live and conform in accordance with the 
holy Scripture and in turn the Scripture should not live and conform itself according to the 
Church.  
                                                             
99 Literally “zeichen.”  The sign mentioned here most likely refers to some sort of symbol like an asterisks that 
would have appeared at the beginning of certain books to indicate their status of lesser authority in the canon. 
100 Literally “unvertätigte” which means unacknowledged and probably refers to apocryphal texts. 
101 The meaning of the phrase “show off with it” [schlieβen und brangen] is uncertain. 
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Fourthly, I say earnestly and truthfully, that everyone should believe the Church because of the 
Holy Scripture and should not believe in Scripture because she is used in the Church because we 
believe that the Holy Spirit has spoken the biblical books to the Church.  Listen right now [when 
I say] that the Pope wrongly, and against the view of Augustine, uses this saying of Augustine 
(No credere Evangelio nisi credere Ecclesiae [I would not believe in the Gospel if the authority 
of the Church did not move me to do so]) together with the higher ups102 to his advantage,  
because he is misinterpreting it in the sense that nobody should believe that the Scripture is just 
and truthful and good without believing in the Church.103  This is against Augustine in six 
ways,104 because he says that one can punish a whole and complete Council through the Holy 
Scripture, and this is his thought.  Through the announcement of the Holy Church I learn that this 
book and another book are evangelical or not evangelical.105   
Leo the heretic  
For this reason the Pope has used his heretic Bull for something other than [condemning the 
misinterpretation of Scripture].  I say clearly that this Pope Leo is a heretic and I offer to prove 
this myself with Scripture, and everyone who follows him in this matter and his Bull are cursed, 
banned and anathema, and they are the enemy of the Christian Church. 
Fifthly, it is to be noted that I followed the common practice of relying on the word of the 
biblical books.  Because if one says, “this is written in the Bible” [then] everyone regards and 
respects what is mentioned because the Christian faith is copied and printed in the very same 
books.  In order to differentiate, I have called certain books biblical and others unbiblical, 
because it is not hidden that our books, which we call the Bible, have many foreign books in 
which we should not seek the faith.   
Sixthly, note that the biblical books are called Canonici in Greek, regulares in Latin, and regeln 
in German.  The reason is that they are the form, measure and rule of the true faith and no word 
of a human being should be regarded as a rule or standard for the Christian faith, but only alone 
the Word of God, which he spoke and gave to us through the prophets and the apostles.  As Paul 
said as well in 2 Thessalonians [1 Thess. 2:13],106 “we say thanks to God constantly that you 
have accepted the teaching through which you have recognized God and that you have not 
received a teaching/sermon from the people but truly a sermon from God.”  I want the Pope to 
note that Paul praises the people of Thessalonica for not accepting a human law.  And this is why 
the Pope perverts the Holy Scripture, as he lets his holy decrees be called canon, because they 
are not the rules of the believers in Christ but those of the hypocrites.  The holy Paul praises 
Timothy [2 Tim. 3:15] for his knowledge of the holy Scripture from childhood on, which makes 
him wise in salvation through the faith, and decides that the human being will be complete for all 
                                                             
102 Karlstadt writes “hore” perhaps referring to “Kirchhöre” which would be translated as other high authorities in 
the Church. 
103 The meaning of the German is uncertain. 
104 Literally “six ends.” 
105 The meaning of the German is uncertain. 
106 Although he cites this verse as being from 2 Thessalonians, it is actually 1 Thessalonians 2:13. 
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good works through the teaching of God.  Now the Holy Scripture is sufficient for the Christians, 
and therefore, the papal traditions are superfluous and useless and from this it also follows that 
nobody can be led to salvation through the papal rule.  Yes, the devil follows (instead of me) the 
decree of the erroneous god, because they are not a rule of the faith and therefore should not be 
called canon or catholic. 
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